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Within the celebration of Corpus Christi, Asante Catholics in Ghana create their 
own world for religious and cultural renewal. It is in this new cosmos that women dancers 
recreate and redeploy culturally meaningful and transforming gestural idioms that extend 
beyond Asante sociopolitical systems. The women utilize their dance lexicon to reevaluate 
and challenge aspects of the Catholic church, and by so doing, ratify and reinvigorate 
Asante women dancers' role as social critics and cultural innovators. 
All religious activity is designed to achieve some kind of union between the 
divine and the human. Whatever means (symbols, gestures, rites) are 
employed for this purpose have a "sacramental" character. They are external 
signs by which God encounters man, and man encounters God. . . The 
transcendental has intervened decisively in ... history in the person and 
ministry of Jesus Christ. The sacramental, and, therefore, liturgical life of 
the church exists to dramatize publicly and symbolically what has taken 
place, is about to occur in the future and is actually happening here and now 
(Sarpong 1979:3). 
The feast of Corpus Christi is a concrete situation in which the Kumasi Diocese of 
Ghana, under Bishop Sarpong, a social anthropologist, applies "true evangelization" (Pope 
Paul VI, Encyclical No. 22) to the life situations, sensibilities, aspirations, hopes, anxieties 
and paradigms of the Asante people. Corpus Christi is therefore an example of how the 
Asante rework aspects of religious traditions into their cultural and religious history. 
From 1246 to 1264 Corpus Christi was first celebrated only in the diocese of Liege 
when Pope Urban (1261-64) decreed its observance throughout the Catholic world. The 
Council of Trent (1545-63) described the feast as a "triumph over heresy and condemned 
those who protested against the procession of the Sacrament" (Cowie et al. 1974:106). 
The feast of Corpus Christi (Body of Christ) is celebrated after Pentecost, whereas 
Christ the King feast occurs on the last Sunday of the Catholic church's ecclesiastical 
calendar. Asante Catholicism has combined the two feasts into one and it is celebrated on 
the last Sunday of the church calendar. As a result of this combination, the external 
celebration and the solemnity of the feast of the Body of Christ have been integrated into 
the feast of Christ the ohene (king or chief), which is held annually in Kumasi Diocese. 
2 
The striking novelty of the festival lies in its timing, process, form, and content of 
the celebration. The "coincidence of timing and congruence of functions" (Brooks 1984) of 
Asante Corpus Christi reveals how the apparently unchanging Catholic feast with its 
symbolic structure intersects with Asante festivals, royal titles, colors, and ritual practice. 
Asante Corpus Christi is aimed at portraying Jesus Christ as the ohempon (ultimate 
king) of the Asante nation as well as Christendom. As ohene (king or chief) he greets and 
blesses his people as he is carried in a palanquin through the major streets of Kumasi. He is 
enthroned at one stage for people to pay homage to him. At different phases, the feast is 
marked by ritual and recreational acts of singing and dancing, performed by a variety of 
actors. 
Kinship and royal descent among the Asante, and festivals such as adae (nine 
cycles of forty days during which royal ancestors are communed with) and odwira 
( celebration in which the nation and community are sanctified or blessed) are understood 
and interpreted in structures of matriliny. Also, adae and odwira festival processions 
"might freely and openly acknowledge the generic and social significance of ... matriliny" 
(McCaskie 1995: 166). Yet McCaskie points out that despite the importance of matriliny, 
such celebrations articulate male-dominated power. Thus when the Asante Catholic Diocese 
incorporates aspects of such male-dominated tradition into its liturgy, one might expect that 
women's role in the feast of Corpus Christi would be negligible. However, Asante Corpus 
Christi opens up intriguing possibilities for women dancers to take center stage to foster the 
restructuring of power relations both within the church and outside it 
Before 1970, Corpus Christi was celebrated with pomp and pageantry, 
accompanied by the playing of a brass band. According to Bishop Sarpong, "When we 
were using a brass band to accompany Christ, many people did not know what we were 
doing. Now that we use Asante instruments such as regalia borrowed from the asantehene, 
even non-Christians know at least that we are presenting Christ as the ultimate ohene" 
(Interview with Bishop Peter Sarpong, November 25, 1979, Kumasi). 
The incorporation of Corpus Christi into the Asante cycle of adae creates new 
avenues for a new cast of actors and ritual performances with their attendant power 
relations. For example, the indigenous Akan roles for women singers and dancers-such 
as nnwonkoro (songs of entertainment and satire sung exclusively by women in a band) or 
adowa (Akan dance of graceful and dignified movements)--are recast in a Roman Catholic 
context. When women dancers and singers perform their function in their new context as 
Christians, they affirm the importance of their indigenous roles as those who perform and 
sing about social conditions and power relations. Their new function therefore points to the 
cultural implications of their indigenous role by way of symbol synonymy, since the 
meanings of their visual action and symbols tend to be influenced by the emotions and 
concepts their society utilizes in defining and experiencing analogous roles. 
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Asante Corpus Christi therefore presents two distinct spheres of influence for the 
worshippers. The first arena is the spatio-temporally formed sanctuary experience where 
male priests are the chief officiants. The second forum is the palace grounds, asantehene 
manhyiam (where the nation assembles). It is here that the body of Christ in a monstrance1 
is enthroned for worshippers to renew their allegiance to Him by singing and dancing. 
Women dancers in the latter sphere are able to mobilize Asante indigenous songs and 
gestural idioms to reevaluate and restructure their status and make social comment Further, 
the setting becomes a sacred space for worship during which dancers provide leadership in 
orienting the gathered community toward Jesus Christ. 
During my stay in Kumasi in 1979, I observed a woman dancer whose encoded 
message needs explaining here. While she was dancing at the king's palace grounds, she 
took permission of Jesus Christ who was enthroned by bowing before him and then 
repeated the bow before the singers and drummers. After that she pointed both hands 
skywards, thus indicating she looked to God for guidance, protection, and courage; she 
followed that gesture with her stretching both arms from left to right, pointing to a 
particular priest, rolling both arms in and pointing to the feet of Jesus Christ. My interview 
with her later revealed that she was unimpressed by the behavior of a particular priest and 
so she was expressing the fact that in the presence of Christ, both priest and parishioner 
need to be humble. 
Thus, during dance a lay woman parishioner has evoked conceptions of appropriate 
power relations between priests and parishioners, and reconstructed the setting by drawing 
on her indigenous metaphors that submit priest and parishioner to the authority of Christ. 
In this paper I propose to look at how, within the intended purpose of Asante 
Corpus Christi with its prefabricated cast and performance, there emerges a range of 
possibilities for women dancers to articulate and redefine power relations and their 
identities. The above example shows that within each seemingly unchanging celebration of 
Corpus Christi lies the critical variable of the current psychosocial concerns of the 
participants. Further, the discussion will shed light on how dance idioms are marshalled to 
blur the lines between priest and parishioner at the king's palace grounds. Such blurring of 
boundaries rearticulates legitimate spheres of power relations, pregnant with symbolic 
ambiguities enabling the dancer to transmit visually performed messages to Jesus Christ, 
(the Host of the feast), to the priestly authorities (who are male), and to the gathered 
community (male and female, both the living and the dead, who come to witness and 
participate). Finally, the dancer redefines the woman's role as a social critic and thereby 
puts on public record the relevance of that function for self-critique as well as reviewing 
power relations within the church and the larger community. 
1 monstrance = a vessel in which the consecrated Host is exposed to receive the adoration of the 
faithful. 
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I draw attention to the above example because neither the indigenous Asante society 
nor the Roman Catholic church has satisfactorily dealt with why women are sometimes 
treated as second-class people. Much scholarly literature has been devoted to the larger 
issues of gender relations, but my concern here is a limited one. I focus on the flexibility 
within Asante Corpus Christi for real people engaged in ritual action to negotiate and 
transform "shifting configurations of power" (Gilbert 1994: 118). 
Attention has also been given to the significant roles of Asante queen mothers, and 
to the fact that women in matrilineal societies extend the longevity of their lineage because 
of their mogya (blood), which reproduces society. Further, a queen mother in her own 
right as a woman possesses the "moral quality of wisdom, knowledge, emotion, 
compassion ... symbolically, not a woman, but a person with the innate quality of a 
woman who moves in a man's sphere of action; a person without formal political authority 
in a court of male power" (Gilbert 1993:9f). 
In spite of the above attributes and the importance the Akan descent system attaches 
to women, only post-menopausal women are able to perform religious ritual acts in their 
own right in the indigenous society. The Catholic church, on the other hand, disqualifies all 
women from exercising priestly and thus religious ritual duties. It is within the context of 
such "matriphobic practice" (Taylor 1990:244) and the liturgical regimen of Corpus Christi 
that the following discussion will examine Asante dance as metaphor and the embodiment 
of the social critic. 
A brief description of an Akan adae here will help contextualize the symbolic 
continuity that arises between Corpus Christi and Asante calendrical rhythm, and illuminate 
the latitude that exists for participants. 
A Brief Outline of Adae 
The Akan calendar year has nine cycles of forty days that are called adae. The first 
day of an adae can fall on a Wednesday (Wukudae) or on a Sunday (Akwasidae). Each 
adae is a day of celebration and worship. Adae Kese (Big Adae) marks the end of the year. 
During an adae, the chief or king and his elders go to the stools-room (nkonguafieso) to 
"feed" the stools in which reside the royal ancestors. The day before an adae is called 
dapaa, which is a day of preparation. Townspeople clear the bush and their surroundings, 
and clean their houses. They also reclear paths to farms, rivers, and wells (Opokn 1970: 7-
8). As the other citizens tidy up their surroundings, stool carriers and court officers also 
clean court paraphernalia such as white stools, cooking and drinking utensils, and 
drummers and horn blowers tune up their instruments for the next day. The preparation is 
both of hygienic and cosmological significance. They clear their surroundings, and clean 
the instruments and utensils, to welcome the ancestors who will be participating in the next 
day's festivities. 
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On the day of adae, the king's chief drummer, rising early in the morning, recounts 
the history of the people, and praises the royal ancestors as well as the ruling leader. Some 
of the phrases he uses in his drum language are: 
Mighty and valiant king 
I salute you sir ... 
I bid you adae dawn 
King that captures kings 
After that the drummer continues to use praise poems for the king: 
Great and valiant ... 
King of hosts 
Who is ever sought for an ally in battle 
Benevolent one 
Unconquerable one ... 
He that balances the keg of gunpowder upon his head 
And somersaults over the flames 
Out, and come with me! 
Out, and come with me! 
The chief or king and his elders then come out to go to the stool house. They all 
remove their sandals and tuck their clothes around their waists as a sign of reverence before 
their elders the ancestors. As the king puts mashed yam and egg on the stools, he invites 
the spirits to come, using words such as the following: 
Spirits of my grandsires, 
Today is adae 
Come and receive this food 
And visit us with prosperity; 
Permit the bearers of children 
To bear children 
[Etc.] 
The prayer and praise (apae) is marked by horn blowing, recounting the great feats of the 
ancestors and praising them, at the same time exhorting the ruling king to emulate the 
greatness of his ancestors. 
When the spirits of the ancestors arrive to eat, an attendant rings a bell and everyone 
is silent. After the ritual the chief changes his dark cloth (which marks mourning) into 
brightly colored cloth and goes to meet his townspeople. The climax of the public 
ceremony is when the chief holds a durbar ( or ceremonial gathering) in his courtyard and 
his sub-chiefs and citizens pay homage to him as they also hear him promise to use his 
office to protect their well-being. 
The king's procession after the durbar is marked by pageantry during which power, 
gold, and wealth are displayed. The king and each of his sub-chiefs are carried on 
palanquins, under their large colorful umbrellas, through the major streets of town. Ritual 
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objects captured in war, royal artefacts, and other regalia express the king's political and 
military powers (Gilbert 1994). Other visual objects symbolic of the king's power are 
skulls of enemy kings who were killed during Asante wars. These skulls are hung on the 
king's drums. Such intentional show of the king's possessions and power enhances the 
dignity and importance of the ruler as well as helping people appreciate their rich heritage. 
Although the king's roles as judge and military leader, and notions of his personal 
sanctity, have changed over the past century, the deployment of his symbolic status serves 
to unite the community. His ritual role ideally fosters the political unity of his people. As 
the king, his chief priest (nsumankwahene ), and other religious specialists perform their 
rites during adae, the community is believed to be cleansed from all the pollution that 
results from various human infractions of community laws and taboos during the year. The 
festival reconstructs by reenacting and expressing the "transformational movement from 
defilement toward purification; from disintegration toward integration" (McCaskie 1995: 
212).The Asante festival stresses the renewal of the community's well-being at the end of a 
cycle or a year and the significant role ancestors play in renewing the community and 
fertility of the land and humans. Also, the symbolic and literal power of the king as made 
manifest in royal artefacts, the retinue accompanying him, the size of his umbrella, and the 
gold and colors with which he adorns himself are highlighted. Of interest to us is how the 
form and content of an Asante adae have been reconfigured to articulate a pan-ethnic 
religious festival such as the Roman Catholic Corpus Christi. 
The Feast of Corpus Christi 
The feast started with a morning mass open to Catholics and communicants who 
took the Holy Eucharist. The afternoon celebration of Christ as ohene (king or chief) was, 
however, an elaborate one. "For the church, the public display of Christ reminded all and 
sundry that Jesus wishes the church to proclaim and spread his aheman (kingdom) of 
truth, justice, love and peace. Christ's ahennie (kingship) is felt when the faithful live out 
what they kuow of their ohene," said Bishop Sarpong. 
The second major phase began in the afternoon in St. Peter's Cathedral, where the 
morning mass was held. Prior to an afternoon procession the priests, mass servers, choirs, 
and other lay people gathered in the church. The "Blessed Sacrament" (the body of Christ 
and thus Christ himself) was put in a monstrance and placed on the altar. Eight mass 
servers gathered at the altar and they were joined by three candle bearers. Directly in front 
of the altar were six ceremonial sword bearers (afonakurafo ), who sat in a horseshoe 
formation. When St. Andrew's choir was singing, all the priests involved in the day's 
event began to arrive from the sacristy. After they had arrived and genuflected before the 
altar, the bishop arrived. Among those who were kueeling before the bishop arrived was 
the Apostolic Pro-Nuncio (the Vatican's representative in Ghana). Before the bishop kuelt 
he removed his mitre and his sandals. 
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When all the priests assembled, the Cathedral administrator, a priest, taking the 
thurible from a thurifer, incensed the altar as bells rang and kete drums sounded.1 He later 
went behind the altar and lifted the monstrance and lowered it into a palanquin bedecked 
with kente cloth. As he lowered the host into the palanquin, the kete drums continued to 
sound as the king's drums and the seven horns also began to blow at the main entrance of 
the sanctuary. The palanquin was lifted by four priests flanking six sword bearers who also 
assisted in carrying the Host. The sword bearers had bared their shoulders and were 
wearing Ghanaian cloths tucked around their waists. 
As the event moved out of the sanctuary, it assumed a public dimension. Both 
Catholics and non-Catholics, some playing specific major roles and others only playing the 
role of observers, joined the celebration. The various church groups, such as the Knights 
of Marshal, mass servers, choirs, priests, and sisters and brothers, were wearing their 
uniforms. They were positioned at specific places in the procession. For example, the 
Knights of Marshal who held ceremonial swords led the way, followed by the St. Peter's 
choir, followed by mass servers, then the novices (new sisters). The novices led a group of 
nuns and sisters followed by priests, the bishop, and the body of Christ in a palanquin. 
Other groups that followed comprised nuns. 
The "Blessed Sacrament," guarded by state swords, covered by the Gye Nyame 
(Except God) umbrella, and carried in the palanquin, was led through the streets of Kumasi 
and the procession ended at the palace grounds. From the palace grounds, the crowd went 
to the premises of St. Peter's Cathedral. 
The procession back into St. Peter's Cathedral was led by a crucifer2 and followed 
by mass servers. Immediately behind the mass servers were the Knights of Marshal, 
followed by thurifers, 3 who preceded Christ's palanquin. Before Christ's palanquin 
reached the apse, the bishop and all the priests, except those bearing Christ, and the 
congregation genuflected. Also at the apse was the effigy of Mary bedecked with flowers 
awaiting the arrival of Christ. As Christ entered the altar area, a priest chanted, "Yesu ose 
yee!" (Hail Jesus!), and the congregation responded, "yee yei!" (Yes, hail him!). The priest 
continued, "Wiase Agyenkwa ose yee" (Hail the Savior of the world), and the whole 
church was booming with "Yesu o! yee! Yesu o! yee yee!" (Yes, Jesus! Yes, Jesus!). The 
choral response was accompanied by the waving of handkerchiefs and the beating of gongs 
and castanets. 
One of the priests then offered a benediction in which he blessed the Host, the 
angels, Mary, the church, and the Asante nation as well as Ghana. Some of the songs the 
1 The kete drums are the royal drums used during the king's comtly dance. 
2 crucifer = the person carrying the crucifix. 
3 thurifers = those who carry the incense burners, or censers. 
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congregation sang at the end included "Yesu ote ho daa; Oye nyanka Yesu" (Jesus lives 
forever; Jesus is the Jesus of orphans), and "Momma no so, Yesu na oye ohene" (Hail 
Jesus, Jesus is king). During the singing and dancing, one priest removed the monstrance 
from the palanquin and placed it on the altar. The sword bearers went and sat in front of the 
altar pointing the raised handles of their swords towards the center of their horseshoe 
seating arrangement. 
In light of the above, it is important to explore the different phases of the feast, 
paying attention to the varying roles people played and how specific Asante values and 
concepts were used. The analysis will start from St. Peter's Cathedral. 
In the Cathedral: Morning Mass 
Eight Mass servers and three candle bearers stood around the altar and were later 
joined by four priests, including the Apostolic Pro-nuncio. Seated at the feet of Jesus 
Christ, in front of the altar, were six sword bearers who had tucked their kente cloths 
around their waists. With the exception of the sword bearers, all the participants at the altar 
genuflected as they took their positions. 
The Mass servers gave incense to a priest to incense the altar. Another mass server 
put a cape on the priest's shoulders. As he lifted the monstrance, the servers incensed the 
altar. When he lowered the monstrance into the palanquin, the mpintin and kete drums 
began to sound. The sword bearers wearing kente cloths were those who lifted the 
palanquin with the Apostolic Pro-Nuncio and other priests to start the town procession. 
At Manhyia (the King's Palace Grounds) 
Groups and individuals went to pay homage to Christ and to be blessed by him. 
The Ghana flag was brought by a boy from the Catholic Youth Organization. As Christ 
arrived, the bishop, the asantehene's spokesperson, and all genuflected. 
They then sang: 
Otehodaa 
Yesu ote ho daa 
Oye nyanka Yesu 
He lives forever 
Jesus lives forever 
He is the Jesus of orphans 
The monstrance made of gold was placed on the asantehene's ceremonial chair (or 
stool). It bears a combination of geometrical figures such as squares and circles called 
Nyame Ntaakyire (God's spiritual support and protection) (Sarpong 1974:101). When the 
king sits in state on the chair, he symbolically seeks God's help in the exercise of his royal 
authority. The figures convey feelings of warmth, welcome, and security (Sarpong 
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1974:101). Jesus Christ had then been enthroned. Mary's statue was raised beside the host 
with large fans lying beside her. This was after she had accompanied Christ during the 
procession through the town. The menson (seven horns) were sounded at that stage 
because Christ had sat in state. 
All the priests bowed and knelt before the king Jesus. At that stage the bishop 
invited all to come and bow before the blessed sacrament in a certain order-priests, the 
Apostolic Pro-Nuncio, then came sisters, followed by the asantehene's representative, 
followed by the seven horn blowers, then two police officers, etc. After those acts of 
paying homage, some traditional dance ensembles played and danced in honor of Jesus. 
The first of the groups to dance was the Adowa, followed by the Fante Catholic Union. 
Other groups that followed suit were the Frafra, Nwonkoro performers, and an Ewe group 
which sang and danced agbadza (fast-paced dance), and the Kasena Nankani. 
Following the singing and dancing, the bishop carried the monstrance to bless the 
people, escorted by two Knights of Marshal and the six sword bearers. After the blessing 
he put the monstrance back on the throne. When the grand durbar in honor of Christ was 
over, the people went back to the cathedral to end the feast, as mentioned above. 
In spite of the striking convergences one finds between the structure of Corpus 
Christi and an adae or odwira festival in Asante, there are major areas of difference in 
emphases and actors. Like the early morning greetings an asantehene receives from his 
subjects during an adae festival to affirm and renew their unwavering allegiance to him, 
Catholics attended a morning mass to renew their faith and loyalty to Christ. 
The eucharist was restricted to full members of the church, just as some rituals 
performed in the stools room are open only to the kings or chiefs and a select few, with the 
crowd remaining outside of the stool house. After ritually greeting the nsamamf o, the 
asantehene performs apae (prayer and praise) and sacrifices a sheep to prepare a ritual 
meal for the ancestral spirits. As the feeding of the ancestors takes place in the stools room, 
the crowd participates in drumming, dancing, and singing, and spectators delight 
themselves in the festivity. 
The pomp and pageantry that greets the asantehene when he emerges from the 
stools room is similar to what happened when the Host (Jesus Christ), borne in a 
palanquin, came out of St. Peter's Cathedral. In the procession were many choirs and 
church organizations in addition to people of varying ecclesiastical ranks. Behind Christ 
were the mpintin, 4 kete, andfontomfrom drums5 playing. Right in front of Christ's 
palanquin were two mass servers, one carrying the king's ceremonial chair followed by 
another who carried a pillow that is often placed on the chair. This assignment of positions 
4 The mpintin drums provide stately drumbeats for the king or chief to walk in public. 
5 The fonto,rifrom drums play for warrior dances. 
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in the procession replicates that which occurs when the asantehene is carried in procession 
during a festival. 
At the end of the Asante king's procession a durbar is held on the palace grounds at 
Manhyia. At the durbar sub-chiefs, state officials, and other citizens and visitors in turn go 
before the king to pay homage and shake hands with him. The asantehene at this time sits 
in state on a raised platform surrounded by other ahemfo (chiefs) and court officials. The 
court officials such as the state sword bearers, executioners, and staff bearers sit in a 
horseshoe formation. All the officials on the platform have assigned positions to sit. The 
seating arrangement reproduces the military organization structure used when the Asante 
went to war. Also, all the sub-chiefs and other officials gather before the asantehene 
arrives. As he appears, all stand to let him sit before they sit. When the people finish 
paying homage to the asantehene, musical groups sing and dance in his honor. At such 
durbars the king makes new policy statements and then he closes the celebrations. 
Like the asantehene, when Christ sat on the ceremonial chair on a podium at 
Manhyia, the faithful came and bowed before him. So did musical groups play in his 
honor. Also, right beside Christ's throne was Mary, mother of Christ, just like the Asante 
queen mother. If Corpus Christi were simply a matter of replacing Christian elements with 
Asante ones, the discussion would end here. In order not to gloss over the problems that 
emerge as the Asante Catholic Church applies Asante sociopolitical structures and values to 
Christian ritual communication, it is important for us to examine some aspects of 
divergence. 
During an adae, the king or chief goes to the stools house with a select state official 
to feed the royal ancestral spirits. Those who go the stools house are selected on the basis 
of their sociopolitical status in the Asante nation. In the mass, however, all Catholics who 
are full members are qualified to partake of the eucharist. Also, the faithful eat with their 
king, Christ, who is himself the sacrificial victim. 
In addition to festivals being occasions for leaders of the Asante and their people to 
affmn their values and reinforce their relations, they also help people to celebrate life as a 
whole. Adae is when the ancestors are fed, for instance. Corpus Christi as an annual feast 
provides opportunity for the faithful to renew their faith in Christ, by affirming their 
togetherness as a people of God, and to publicize Christ as the ohene (the king) whom 
they worship. The asantehene's authority is exercised in Asante, while Christ's sphere of 
influence as declared during the feast extends beyond Asante to other parts of the world. In 
that sense the asantehene becomes a subject of Christ, according to the bishop. This 
assertion is borne out by the asantehene's offering some of his regalia to be used by the 
Catholic church on the occasion of the feast. When Asante "object language" such as 
designs, regalia, clothing, and all kinds of adornment are used (Morain 1987:119), it is 
supposed to enhance the power of the Asante king and nation. During Corpus Christi, 
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however, the redeployment of the same object language presents an aspect of Christianity 
which ideally replicates a universal culture. 
Corpus Christi drew from Kumasi ethnic groups in the Church who brought their 
music and dancing. The Nnwonkoro group performed when Christ was enthroned at 
Manhyia. Nnwonkoro songs are sung among the Akan of Brong Ahafo like Wenchi, 
Abetifi, Kwahu, and Oda of the Eastern Region and can be heard in Mampong and Kumasi 
in the Asante region. According to Nketia, the themes of the songs relate to "loved ones, 
relations and prominent men of a locality" (1973: 17). They also contain ideas of praise, 
hope, satire, disappointment, and death. These songs are often sung by adult women. 
On the day of Corpus Christi the Asante Catholic Nnwonkoro group sang, amidst 
clapping and dancing, "Nana eba o, nana eba. Awurade Yesu ba o, Nana eba!" (Jesus 
Christ the king, here he comes!) The women were using the same traditional melody, 
rhythm clapping, and cantor-chorus style of singing to praise Jesus. The difference, 
however, was that "Nana eba" was not alluding to an earthly king; it was Christ whose 
arrival was being heralded. As the singing, clapping, and dancing continued, the women 
one after the other stepped out of the semi-circle they formed before Christ, and danced. 
They all completed their turn by bowing before the enthroned Christ. 
The Adowa band whose melodic characteristics resemble those of Nwonkoro also 
played and danced. The Adowa band had three cantors singing the lead one after the other 
as the chorus joined in. During the singing, the gongs, and drums such as the hour glass 
and atumpan (talking drums) were being beaten. As Bishop Sarpong points out: 
Dancing depends very much on bodily movements. Foot-work, 
manipulation of the neck, manual gestures, gesticulations with the arms ... 
pliability of the torso, shaking of the lower part of the trunk . . . 
(1974:123). 
The gestural language conveyed as the female dancer stepped forward made the 
bishop stretch his right hand, parting his index finger from the middle finger to 
acknowledge the dancer's skill and elegance. Mobilizing Asante gestural idiom, the woman 
dancer pointed to her left and right using both hands and then pointed both hands towards 
Christ. When an Asante king dances, according to Sarpong, and points to the west and east 
and then to his chest, this implies that everything on the land belongs to him. The dancer, 
however, bowing toward the end of her performance laid everything at Christ's feet, 
implying that all things and all people belong to Christ. 
Dance is used for many purposes among the Asante of Ghana. A chief may dance 
and mime his own political power that would appear to threaten that of the king, but 
through body language, the chief enhances his own reputation (Gilbert 1994: 118). Thus, 
dance is a way of knowing, reflecting, expressing the self and relating to self and others. 
Asante dance is utilized for ordering experience and articulating the nature of relationships 
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be they positive or negative. Blacking (1973: 28-30) points out that music and dance which 
express and comment on relationships between individuals and community tend to have 
political ramifications. Also he asserts that the effectiveness of nonverbal symbols 
articulated in dance enables people to appropriate personal power as they participate in 
culturally constructed actions. Thus people's personal and social identities become 
intertwined in real ways, since the self develops through its interaction with others in 
varying social contexts. Consequently, the dancer is able to restructure relations of power 
and identity. 
The Asante also through dance articulate and create conceptions of social relations, 
stabilize society, validate one's own authority over others and pay homage to a deity, or a 
person in authority. According to Hanna (1979: 136-146), dance may be used by people to 
cope with subordination, constrain political power and for redress and transformation of 
individual and society. 
Of interest here is the function of dance for symbolic self-assertion to redefine one's 
identity in the face of perceived or real domineering authority. This is when dancers seek to 
publicly restructure and establish their worth in relation to the "the powerful" without any 
apologies. The Christian women dancers recontextualize themselves in their indigenous 
cultural values to assert their identity, and simultaneously claim membership in the Roman 
Catholic culture. Such a double heritage enables them to utilize Asante singing and dance to 
instruct and impose restraint on any abuse of power within the church. Thus, through 
"cybernetic ... psychobiological patterns, and persuasion dynamics" (Hanna 1979:128), 
the dancers create an interrogative dance. Dance is employed for critique aimed at 
modifying behavior. The dancers encode and decodify their emotions and thoughts through 
culturally meaningful dramatic and visual imagery at various phases of the drama. 
At the Asante king's palace grounds, women dancers employ employ the language 
of dance to exhort both priest and non-priest alike to be humble. Such condensed symbolic 
action recasts their cultural history of gender relations in which women rework names, 
events, and personal experiences into their songs either to praise or castigate people of the 
community, particularly men. As the women utilize their bodies in motion marked by 
delicately executed steps, disciplined in action and purpose, their dance opens up a range of 
possibilities for restoring order and equity. The public gains access to aspects of certain 
behavior patterns as they are dramatized through the sensorimotor images and idioms by 
the dancers. Dance therefore becomes a medium for people to "transact relationships more 
favorably, affect the dynamics of a corporate group, and sanction correct relations" (Hanna 
1979:118). The dance and song evoke the power of women as well as the cultural 
foundations of such intentional non-verbal kerygmatic idiom to restructure and transform 
the male-female relations. The female dancers may be anonymous parishioners but their 
message is aimed at priests and lay people of the church as well as non-Catholics, because 
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their "congregation" is larger than that of the faithful who only gather in the sanctuary and 
therefore come under the direct sway of the priest 
The women dancers do not follow the priestly line of power. They reassert 
themselves along those indigenous routes of body language and the music of their culture. 
By their critique, they step outside "the cone of authority" (Matory 1993: 68), and create 
their own legitimate authority to proclaim a message that both enhances the pmpose of the 
feast and helps restructure the identity of women. 
Christ's royal power is properly placed above the ecclesiastical authority of priest or 
parishioner and thereby relativizes whatever perceived or real control there may be of priest 
over parishioner. On that plain field of priest and parishioner occupying the same position 
before Christ, the dancer maximizes the dance space and time to give meaning, express 
freedom for reflection and meditation, tell her story, transform the limits of relations 
between priest and parishioner, and ultimately present a new understanding of self and the 
other. By use of a delicate and successful execution of body language drawing on drama 
and pantomime, private and collective experience is both articulated and used to redress 
wrong on a symbolic level. 
In that ritual context, gender history and ecclesiastical structure dominated by men 
are recalled, reviewed and a new vision breaks loose. The new vision provides possibilities 
in which women can make personal and collective assertions to transform power relations 
within the ecclesiastical structure. 
Alternative Sacred Space 
Employing a set of complex gestural idioms, the dancers reinforce and enrich the 
worship and honor of Christ. For instance, as they dance pointing both hands or the right 
hand skywards they affirm that they look to God for guidance and protection. When they 
roll both arms inwards and the right arm stretches simultaneously with end beats of the 
music, they express the point that even if someone bound them with cords, they would 
break them into pieces with the power of God. The central role the dancer plays in this 
alternate arena is evidenced by the following: 
In subtle flexions of hands and fingers-our prayers; in thrusting of the 
arms-our thanksgiving; in leaps and turns-mockery at our foolishness; 
stamping and pauses-our indignation at the precariousness of the human 
condition; tensed frame-our defiance at that which threatens human well-
being; halting steps and a bow-reverence and allegiance (Opoku 1969:21). 
The mood and temperament created by music and dance foster an experience in which the 
dancers and the gathered community participate in the drama of worship. 
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During the procession back to St. Peter's Cathedral, some of the priests became the 
lead singers. They started singing "Yesu ose yee yee yee!" (Hail Jesus, hail him), and the 
crowd responded with "Yee yee Yesu o! yee Yesu o yee yee!" (0 hail Jesus, hail him, hail 
him!) The melody, structure of the song, and the timbre of their voices were as those heard 
when Asante warriors were returning from their victorious imperial wars. Such victory 
songs were sung by the asafo groups of warriors, who in the old days defended the nation. 
The groups formed an essential part of Asante political institutions. Even after Asante 
ended its wars of expansion and became part of the Gold Coast, the victory songs were not 
discarded. They can be heard at the sports stadium when the Asante soccer team Kotoko 
plays other teams or even scores a goal. 
The original versions of the songs, always accompanied by castanets, is: "Krobea 
Asante Kotoko osee yee / yee yee. Yenim ko o, yennim / adwane o yee." [Asante the 
porcupine, a group that always accomplishes its objective before returning. We are good at 
fighting and thus we do not retreat.] The Asante nation was famous for fielding numerous 
soldiers who fought fearlessly. As some died, they were immediately replaced by 
thousands until they conquered their enemies. Although Asante wars have long since come 
and gone, the war idiom has been mobilized and applied to soccer games during which the 
defeat of their opponents is likened to the past defeat of their warring enemies. 
During Corpus Christi, however, the victorious commander is no longer the Asante 
national hero but Jesus Christ. Jesus was being hailed as an ohempon (ultimate king) 
during the procession and later when his palanquin reentered the sanctuary for the final 
phase of the feast. Jesus went out to greet his subjects and to receive homage from them. 
His authority was made known to both the faithful and non-Catholics. It was therefore 
fitting that his return be marked with praise and jubilation. 
It is worth observing that the specific Asante drum languages such as those of the 
kete,fontomfrom, and mpintin, which are reserved for the asantehene, enhanced the honor 
the faithful gave to Jesus Christ. The kete drumming, according to Nketia, has an akatape 
piece that says "Sre sre bi di nye akronobo" (to beg here and there for something to eat is 
not stealing). The piece does not encourage laziness and begging; rather it stresses the 
interdependence in the society and subsequently the mutual dependence between humans 
and the spirit beings. Another kete piece is adinkra, which says "Yede brebre bekum 
adinkra" (Steadily, we shall kill Adinkra). Adinkra was chief of the state of Gyaman who 
fought the Asante on several occasions until he and his people were defeated. It was thus 
played by the Asante to celebrate that defeat and to honor the Asante king and his soldiers 
for their persistence and courage. A spokesperson of the asantehene who also is a Catholic 
informed me that since the Asante wars ended between 1896 and 1900, the piece was now 
used to publicize Christ's power, achievement, and victory over all his enemies, death, and 
evil. The mpintin drumming also has a piece that Nketia says is used to close the dance at 
• 
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Adae ceremony. It is called "Akwadaa mo" (Well done, or bravo young one). The words 
are as follows: 
Akwadaamo 
Yaanuamo 
Well done, young one 
Thank you, brother or sister, well done 
(Nketia 1963:40; 132t). 
The mpintin drum provides processional music to which the asantehene marches; it 
is also played when he is carried aloft in a palanquin. The fontomfrom also has variant 
pieces. Among them is the nnawea, which Nketia points out is the music for a dance of 
joy, a "triumphant music" played behind the king when he is returning from a celebration to 
his palace or sits in state. The rhythms, he continues, mean: 
Efiri tete 
Banin ko, banin dwane 
Okofo dammirifua. 
Banin ko, banin dwane. 
It is an ancient truth 
A man fights, a man flees 
Condolences, warrior 
A man fights, a man flees (1963:138). 
The war imagery in the above pieces cannot be overemphasized. As powerful Asante kings 
sought to add to the power and wealth of the nation, drummers and various dance 
ensembles composed pieces to honor the achievements of those kings. 
Clearly, the Catholic church uses Asante regalia, songs (with their form, melody, 
rhythm, and messages), musical instruments, and dances prominent in the worship of local 
deities and heroes to praise and honor Jesus Christ and to reorder the lives of the 
worshippers. For example, the fontomfrom series of victory dances recounts the 
achievements of a warlord, during which the dancer asserts the warrior's supremacy. Such 
dances publicly portray the prowess of the valiant fighter by using symbolic gestures to 
mime combat motifs. Such motifs are also manifested in the dancer's slow procession and 
trekking, marked by occasional halts during which brief episodes are expressed. The 
episodes may articulate relaxation movements when warriors rested. Sometimes the 
episodes allude to Asante warrior retreats and sudden attacks that they launched on their 
enemies. The heroic deeds of their past are recalled and embodied by the dancers to order 
their lives under present social and religious conditions. 
When the dances are performed during harvest festivals, they also express 
thankfulness for the fruits of the earth which are symbolic of new life. Also, other songs 
previously used only in the context of puberty rituals, funerals, recreation, durbars, and 
festivals were decontextualized and incorporated into the feast of Corpus Christi. In the 
recontextualized situation, praise chants used at the king's palace (ahemfie), love songs and 
others were all reutilized in the service of Jesus Christ. 
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As the dancers take hold of a Catholic feast such as Corpus Christi, they 
incorporate it into their dance to dance their own history as well as celebrate the kingship of 
Jesus Christ. The successful execution of the dancers' delicate steps, and other body 
language, become a dramatic and ritually expressive way in which Jesus Christ is 
reconfigured and honored. Through what Brooks calls "social and cultural exchanges" 
(1984:28) between Asante cultural history and Roman Catholicism, Asante Catholics make 
Corpus Christi their own and thereby allow for "mutual accommodation" (Brooks 1984:28) 
between Christianity and Asante indigenous religion. 
It should also be said that the Asante Catholic church's multiethnic character was 
expressed, affirmed, and drawn upon by the church to declare Yesu Kristo (Jesus Christ) 
as a pan-ethnic spirit being who cares for Asante and non-Asante peoples alike. The 
presence of the Dagaba, Kasena, Nankani, and Frafra dance ensembles, originally from 
Northern Ghana, the Kpalogo group from the Ga Adangbe in and around Greater Accra, 
and the Ewe singers and dancers was a testimony to the above assertion. The Pante union 
also added great ethnic diversity to the celebration. They each brought a specific variant of 
their culture to honor Christ as king/ohene. All those people participated because of their 
common faith and allegiance to Christ. Asante adae, during which the chief or king 
processes through the streets amidst community singing and dancing and later holds a 
durbar, has found apparent congruence with Corpus Christi. 
Most of the songs used during the whole ceremony could be sung by both literate 
and illiterate people. The fact that such songs were easily accessible to Catholics and non-
Catholics made it easy for the spectators to join with the Catholics in singing and dancing 
throughout the celebration in town. 
Bishop Sarpong argues that the active participation of the worshippers was "both 
Roman Catholic and Asante." He continues, "Stereotyped, read-to-use prayer, which give 
no room to free reverent expression of one's innermost cravings and experience would be 
contrary to the Ghanaians' religious sensibility and traditions." The feast of Corpus Christi, 
he contends, must speak to the "different existential situations of the faithful. Christ must 
mean something to them in the diversity of situations" (Obeng, Field notes 2 and 3, 
Interviews with Bishop Sarpong, November 1979, Kumasi). 
Asante Corpus Christi is much more than "culture building" and a reworking of 
their history and identity. It also provides the worshippers with the fabric to weave 
Christian theology that bears affinity with the Judeo-Christian titles of Christ as king and 
priest. Yet beyond such affinity, the Judeo-Christian titles and their significance transform 
Asante kingly titles. The Christ or the Messiah was an important title, since it was held to 
be for the one in whom God's hope for Israel was to be fulfilled. The title "Messiah," 
which means the anointed one, was conferred on the king of Israel (Judges 8:22f; 1 Samuel 
8:7). Saul and David were invested with that title in 1 Samuel 12:3 and 1 Samuel 16:6 
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respectively. Hendry points out that the title is also given to the high priest in Leviticus 4:3f 
(Hendry 1969: 54). 
In Jesus Christ the expectations of Israel are reconfigured. The roles of priest, king, 
and prophet came to fruition in him as the one who by his life renews the covenant between 
God and God's people. In Christ the people know and experience the will and purpose of 
God for their lives. He is thus a prophet par excellence. By his life, death, and 
resurrection, Jesus Christ as priest offers himself in order to cleanse God's people of all sin 
and further to reunite them with God. The eschatological dimension of Jesus is also 
manifest in his role as the Christ (anointed) to be king whose reign transcends death and 
decay because he rose from death. In that role Jesus Christ's reign is eternal and he is able 
to raise his people "to new life in obedience to God" (Hendry 1969: 55) to participate in his 
royal realm (1 Peter 2:9, Rev. 5:10) until he comes again (Matthew 25:34, 40; Acts 10:42, 
17 :31 ). As Asante Catholics celebrate Corpus Christi in time, space, and their own cultural 
history, they are also proclaiming and ushering in the Jesus Christ who is the ultimate king, 
priest, and prophet. There is thus symbolic, structural, and institutional continuity and 
mutual transformation between Roman Catholicism and Asante lifeways. 
A ritual performance like the Corpus Christi means different things to different 
people. According to the bishop, Corpus Christi is "a means of expressing the mystery of 
Christ and the local church to the world" (Sarpong interview, Nov. 1979). It is not so 
much the particular feelings of the people as the mystery of Christ This does not negate the 
importance of the role of the faithful. His point here is that the people were expressing their 
communion of faith, love, and hope through their participation in the feast. They also 
provided a source of solidarity for one another. To the bishop, Christ's kingship is 
meaningful when it is expressed in the categories, ideas, and concepts that the people can 
grasp. In the celebration, Christ's universal rule is manifested so that the faithful may 
accept one another as Christ accepts all peoples. The community of the faithful is therefore 
signaling to the Asante nation that the building of the community of humankind becomes 
the raw material for Christ's kingdom. Christ must mean something to both the spectators 
and the faithful in their diverse existential situations. 
Some of the priests agreed with Bishop Sarpong. In my interviews with them, they 
stressed the importance of the church in manifesting its religio-political influence in the 
Asante nation. According to one priest, the feast was a further declaration of Christ's 
authority over all earthly powers. He went on to say, "Corpus Christi is in honor of the 
king whose church assists in providing good drinking water and health posts for all people, 
Catholics and non-Catholics." 
Other comments from a Presbyterian minister and some few members of Baptist, 
Methodist, and Pentecostal churches indicated that the Catholic church's celebration 
bordered on "paganism." According to those people the Catholic church was only 
reinstituting some of the indigenous Asante religious practices like festivals or adae which, 
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among others, venerate the royal ancestral spirits. Such ancestral veneration and loyalty to 
local deities have been habitually associated with indigenous ritual performances. Corpus 
Christi as celebrated under Bishop Sarpong, according to the critics, makes Christ's 
spiritual kingdom (aheman) "pagan." Some pre-Vatican II missionaries would have agreed 
with such critics in condemning Bishop Sarpong for "paganizing" Corpus Christi. 
Another criticism I heard was that as some people converted from an indigenous 
religion to Catholicism, they required help to reintegrate them into Christianity. Therefore, 
when symbols and objects of worship previously associated with indigenous religion were 
used by the church, those new converts ran the risk of lapsing into their prior religious 
state. The fear being expressed here relates to the possibility that a new convert, hearing 
drum beats and musical instruments of the old religion, might be confused and have stirred 
within him or her the former allegiance to an indigenous deity (or dieties). This criticism 
overlooks the critical aspects of the Asante's role as actors in the cultural permutation that 
occurs in inter religious dialogues. 
As Christians seek meaning and redefine their personal and social identities, they 
create and recreate, interpret and reinterpret new ideals for themselves. They do not simply 
internalize and reproduce their past but reforge that experience in new situations, thereby 
lending a startlingly new slant to Catholicism in Asante. Corpus Christi, like an Akan adae, 
provides worshippers with an occasion for them to renew their loyalty and faith in Jesus 
Christ the ultimate king. Further, as their religio-political institutions resonate with Judeo-
Christian traditions, the Bible comes alive, the worshippers are helped to renew 
themselves, and their indigenous traditions are reinvigorated. 
There are others, however, who find the whole feast spiritually elevating and 
emotionally scintillating. To those people Christ's kingdom comes in continuity with 
Asante ideas of kingship. Also, people who thought that the Catholic church's worship 
style was stale and dry are pleasantly surprised to observe the spontaneity with which the 
faithful are singing, dancing, and clapping like members of the indigenous churches. 
Finally, within the latitude and confines of Vatican II, Asante Catholics are using 
Corpus Christi to rearticulate and reorder their personal and collective religious and cultural 
histories. Thus where male-formulated church doctrine excludes women from holding 
priestly office and thereby dictates that they cannot exercise equal ecclesiastical power with 
men, women dancers reassert their roles as social critics role by appealing to their pre-
Christian dance idioms. Their dance gestures of submission to Jesus Christ are symbolic 
acts of freedom from the pyramid of authority with male priests at the top, and a refocusing 
of attention on the cosmic power of Jesus Christ. In appealing to a cosmic Christ, the 
dancers deepen and extend Asante Catholic ritual, restructure their role, and open up new 
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